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nonsectarian schools than if they went to separate, sectarian, religious schools. The
argument for common schools was that nonsectarianism would provide a greater
measure of national unity and social integration than could be achieved when each
sectarian group shepherded its own children into its own schools. The range of
communication among children would be restricted if each group continued to run its
own schools, different in religion and language from others. Separate schools would
create a disjointed society and perpetuate divisions among the people—thus narrowing
their outlooks and reducing free interchange of ideas. Free common schools would
more certainly serve the cause of free institutions. They would help to form an
integrative society rather than perpetuate a disjunctive society. This belief made it
possible for the United States to build a modern system of nearly universal free
elementary schools sooner than any other country in the world.
At the end of the first century of the republic, secondary schools, however, were
still largely in private and religious hands. This fact did not seem undesirable to most
Americans of that particular period. The private academies provided considerable
opportunity to those who could afford some education beyond the essentials. Like-
wise, most of the 200 colleges were under private and religous control. This, too,
seemed reasonable to the majority of Americans at that time. Elementary education
for all at public expense would be sufficient to guarantee the basic security of a
republican government; advanced education for leadership in the state and in the
professions could safely be obtained privately by those who could afford it.
A few spokesmen, however, began to argue that a free society needed free
secondary and higher institutions as well as free elementary schools. The public high
school, for example, appeared as early as 1821 in Boston, but public high schools did
not come to dominate the secondary school field for another half century or more.
Indeed, some working-class people were suspicious that free public high schools were
really upper-class institutions in disguise and would thus serve only the advantaged
classes while being supported by taxes on everyone. Thus the era of republican
education tried to get along with common schools at the elementary level, but with
secondary and higher institutions divided along denominational lines. In general, while
the elementary schools served most everyone, the academies, colleges, and universities
catered to the wealthier, upper classes rather than to the ordinary people.
The major failure to achieve the reformers' goal of a common universal school
was the system of segregated schools for Negroes, which appeared occasionally in the
North, as well as generally in the South. In fact, it was the Roberts case in the
Massachusetts Supreme Court in 1849 which set forth the principle that separate
schools for Negroes were permissible so long as their facilities were equal to those of
the white schools. Charles Sumner's argument that separate schools violated the equal
rights of Negroes was rejected by the court. Nevertheless, Massachusetts and other
Northern states moved soon thereafter to abolish their segregated schools by law. But
it would be another century before substantial gains were made in achieving common
schools by law in the South and in fact in the North. That was one of the things with
which the black revolution of the 1950s and 1960s was concerned. Disregarding this
condition, the general shift from predominantly private and voluntary to predomi-
nantly state controlled and supported elementary schools was a spectacular achieve-

